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Connecticut Faces a Trash Crisis
A Discussion About How We Can 

Solve It Together
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Connecticut's capacity for trash disposal is maxing out and its difficult to site new 
facilities.  Continuing to generate the same amount of waste is a costly option. 

Capacity is Decreasing and Costs are Rising

Americans generate 65% 
more waste per capita 

than in 1960

Purchasing habits & 
lifestyles have changed

Products are disposable; 
30% of waste is packaging

Landfills 

Source:  US EPA 

Few landfills remain in 
New England

Incineration converts trash 
to energy, but the process 
emits more CO2 than coal.

Incineration capacity in 
the Northeast is 

decreasing

Incineration 

The goal is: 

To manage materials 
differently 

To promote a circular 
economy - jobs

To reuse & recycle 

To compost / convert

Materials Management 
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We Must Address an Urgent Problem

3

• CT’s incineration capacity is maxing out.

• Disposal costs could rise by >$25 million as CT ships more trash out of state.

• This will result in increased taxes or fees, or service reductions.

• CT has a goal to divert 60% of solid waste by 2024, vs. 35% today.

• We must reduce trash:  It’s financially & environmentally responsible.

• West Hartford, working with CT DEEP, wants a solution that

− Reduces trash

− Reduces disposal costs

− Gives residents more control over their budget than fee or tax increases
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Recycling Adds Jobs & Benefits the Economy
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Source:  The Benefits of Increasing Household Recycling Rates in SC, University of SC Darla Moore School of Business, September 2016



The Current Payment Model Encourages Waste

Waste is Covered in Taxes1

Tax Bill

CITY OF ANYTOWN

ANYTOWN, USA
PO BOX 1234

CITY OF ANYTOWN

ANYTOWN, USA
PO BOX 1234

ANYTOWN, USA

Fill it Up…3

There is no economic incentive for residents to manage materials differently  

Electricity Gas Water

Residents pay for most utilities based on how much they use. 
Trash is different: In most places, trash is the last unmetered utility.

2 Diversion is Requested



West Hartford is a Leader   

West Hartford is better than many CT communities in terms of the residential trash per capita 
that it generates.  However, it has significant room for improvement.
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Annual Pounds of Trash Disposed per Capita West 
Hartford

717

MA SMART 
Communities 

432

6

Note:  Figures are calculated using MSW tonnage data provided by the municipalities themselves; SMART Average is specific to bag-based SMART programs in the state of 
MA.  WasteZero tracks the results of a large number of bag-based programs across New England (and a few outside New England) in its WasteZap® database.  The average 
for all bag-based SMART programs in that database is 440 annual pounds per capita. 

Worcester 
MA
325



The City wins 
when you 

use the blue 
bin

73%

We All Win When We Use the Blue Bin

Families that recycle well subsidize those that don’t recycle at all.

27%

SPEND $66
per ton

Trash

West Hartford PAYS MONEY to 
send trash to the incinerator

West Hartford MAKES MONEY on 
what goes to the Recycling Center

Recycling
MAKE $5

per ton



Good News - Most Waste in Garbage Cans Is NOT Trash
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Most of what we throw away can be reused,  recycled, or composted:

• 75% = The amount of waste that could diverted, according to the US EPA

• 33 lbs. = The weekly amount of trash the average home in West Hartford throws away

ACTUAL TRASH

75%

25%

33 lbs. of waste per home per week
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How SMART Works:  It’s Simple!

Purchase official SMART trash 
bags at the same stores where 

you buy trash bags today.

1

Put trash in official 
SMART trash bags.

2

Place trash in container, 
same as today.

3

Place recycling in 
container, same as 

today.

4

1. Trash collection works the same as today

2. Recycling collection works the same as today

3. The cost of SMART trash bags helps pay for your trash service

4. Residents have an incentive to recycle more and throw away less
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SMART Results: MSW Reduction of 44% on Average
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WATERVILLE, MAINE

53% DECLINE IN WASTE

DARTMOUTH, MA
59% DECLINE IN WASTE

NATICK, MA
35% DECLINE IN WASTE

SANFORD, MA
40%+ DECLINE IN WASTE…TWICE
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How SMART Works:  How the Bags Pay for Trash

$2.00 per Bag

Bag & Bag Distribution $0.30

Trash Incineration Cost $0.70

Partial Contribution to 
Collection Cost

$1.00

$1.25 per Bag

Bag & Bag Distribution $0.20

Trash Incineration Cost $0.43

Partial Contribution to 
Collection Cost

$0.62



Number of SMART Bags the Average Home will Use per Week
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With SMART, the average West Hartford home will use less than one 30-gallon bag per week.

…less than one bag per weekThe average home will use…

Based on data collected from hundreds of SMART programs:

• Residential trash will drop by 44% (from 19,551 tons/yr. to 10,949 tons/yr.)

• 10,949 tons per year equals

− 964 lbs. per home per year

− 18.5 lbs. per home each week

• A 30-gallon bag holds 21.25 lbs. of trash in the average SMART program

• That’s about 0.9 bag per week per home
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In addition, unit-based pricing for solid waste is mandatory in Minnesota, Oregon, Vermont, & 
Washington.

• 41% of municipalities use 
SMART.

• Average waste reduction of 44% 
with bag-based SMART.

Massachusetts Maine

• 31% of ME’s 1.33 million people 
live in SMART towns.

• Average waste reduction of 44% 
with bag-based SMART

Rhode Island

• 6 of RI’s 39 municipalities have 
some form of SMART.

• Rhode Island Resource Recovery 
Corporation (RIRRC) is designing 
a statewide SMART option.

SMART has a strong presence in the Northeast.  The experience of municipalities in this region can 
be productively applied in Connecticut. 

Similar Efforts in Other States
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Europe Taiwan

• Taipei uses bag-based SMART.

− Reduced waste by 33%

− Recycling rate is >50%

South Korea & Japan

Global SMART Efforts (Selected Examples)

• ZeroWaste Europe’s 1st Category 
Municipalities must use SMART.

• Low per capita disposal (300-500 
lbs./yr) with SMART in

− Austria

− Belgium

− Estonia

− France

− Italy

− Switzerland

− Others

• Seoul reduced waste 42%.

• Kyoto reduced waste more 
than 40%.
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Projected Waste Stream Shift

Curbside Recycling
49%

(10,593 tons)

Curbside Trash
73%

(19,551 tons)

Curbside Trash
51%

(10,949 tons)

Impact of SMART on West Hartford’s Trash & Recycling
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Curbside Recycling
27%

(7,152 tons)

SMART will move materials into other streams such as recycling, reuse, backyard composting, 
increased textiles donations and more, reducing waste.



Switching to SMART Trash Generates Tipping Fee Savings
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1 Projection factors in regional waste disposal capacity changes and assumes a 22% increase by 2024. Tip increase could be as much as 60% by 2024 
Source: DEEP Comprehensive Materials Management Strategy

SMART SAVES
$6.6 Million 
(over 10 years)
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West Hartford’s estimated 2017 tip reduction with SMART - $567,761

Annual tip expenses will reduce by 44%.

Projected Tip Fee Costs Over 10 Yrs. – Current vs. SMART1



Switching to SMART Saves the Average Household 16 %
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Current Program SMART  Bags

Annual Household Expenditures on Trash Disposal

Flexibility and fairness relate to residents’ ability to control their trash costs and not subsidize more 
wasteful neighbors.

Source: Iri Worldwide - Expenditure on SMART bags is net, after deducting the $27 that the average HH spends on regular garbage bags 

$217
Property Tax

OR

$27 
Regular Trash Bags

$114 
Property Tax

$91 
SMART Bags

SMART:

 Incentivizes 
residents to 
save

 Give residents 
more control

 Complements 
new waste 
reduction 
solutions

Total Expense $244 205



Switching to SMART Saves the Department 12%

SMART is a more efficient and fiscally responsible way to fund solid waste services. Residents pay 
for trash services differently: Partly through taxes and partly through a bag fee. 
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Status Quo With SMART

Options for Meeting Solid Waste Budget
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Source:  West Hartford 2015 Budget

$4,925,397  
General Fund 

$2,599,027 
General Fund

$1,758,609
Bag Revenue

Total Expense $4,925,397

$2,599,027
General Fund

 Fairer for 
residents

 More fiscally 
responsible

 Less 
dependence on 
property tax –
Saving 
$2,326,370

$567,761 Tip Savings

$1,758,609
Bag Revenue

$4,357,636

OR



SMART Decreases Reliance on the General Fund
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Status Quo With SMART
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Source:  West Hartford 2015 Budget

$94 Million  
Other General 

Fund 
Expenditures

$5 Million  Solid Waste

$94 Million  
Other General 

Fund 
Expenditures

$2.66 Million 
Solid Waste

SMART is a more efficient and fiscally responsible way to fund solid waste services. Residents pay 
for trash services differently: Partly through taxes and partly through a bag fee. 

$2.33 Million 
Not Covered 

Through 
Property 

Taxes 

Covered through Bag 
fee revenue of $1.8 

Million and $570,000 
from avoided 

disposal savings



West Hartford Garbage and Recycling Trend

Recycling has hit a plateau . The next step to significant waste reduction is a SMART program.  
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stream recycling roll-

out increased 
recycling 20% and 
decreased waste  

12% 
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West Hartford Garbage and Recycling Trend with SMART

SMART is the single most effective way to reduce waste  
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Curbside 
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increase to 49% 

and waste would 
drop by 44% with 

a SMART bag 
program 
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49%
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Discussion 
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• If we do nothing trash costs will rise.

• SMART is the single most effective program the town can implement 
and will reduce waste by 44%.

• A SMART bag program costs less than the current program. 

• A SMART program gives residents more control over the budget. 

• SMART is easy to implement.
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Is Bag-Based SMART a “Regressive Tax?”
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Sales1 and property taxes2 are regressive taxes.  SMART is a user fee.

• SMART reduces reliance on these regressive taxes.

• Residents can control how much they spend by increasing recycling.

• SMART will reduce costs in other areas.  This money can fund public services.

If the Town implemented SMART:

• It would rely on a less regressive source of revenue than existing tax options.

• Saving money will “free up” money that is already being generated by residents.

• Reducing trash will avoid significant future costs increases for trash, and reduce 
the need to further rely on existing regressive revenue sources.

A small number of SMART communities have implemented programs to help qualifying 
households with the cost of bags.

1  “Sales and excise taxes are the most regressive element in most state and local tax systems.” Who Pays? A Distributional Analysis of the Tax System in All 50 
States, Institute on Taxation & Economic Policy, January 2015, page 12 

2  “Our analysis shows that, overall, the property tax is a regressive tax…”  ibid, page 13 



Do Residents Support SMART?

In a Public Policy Polling survey of almost 1,000 SMART participants from 10 communities, 
significant majorities said they are satisfied with SMART, see it as fair and easy to take part in, and 
believe it is effective.

• Favorability
79% have either a very or somewhat favorable 
opinion of PAYT, with an outright majority (52%) 
having a very favorable opinion.

• Fairness
More than two-thirds—68%—see the program as 
fair.

• Ease of Participation
74% think it is not difficult to take part in PAYT.

• Effectiveness
89% said PAYT is performing better than or as well 
as they expected.

• Minimal Political Impact
77% said they are either more likely to vote for 
leaders who brought in PAYT or that it does not 
make a difference in their vote.

24
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Will Bag Prices Remain Consistent?
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The proposed bag prices are standard for the region:

• $2.00 for a large 30-gallon trash bag

• $1.25 for a 15-gallon “Tall Kitchen” bag

Typically, price increases are rare:

• Municipalities typically start discussing bag price increases 6 to 8 years after 
setting the initial price.

• Those discussions usually last one to two years.  
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Does SMART Cause Illegal Dumping?
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Experience has shown that SMART does not cause or worsen illegal dumping.

Studies by EPA, academia and industry, as well as municipal experience, show 
that illegal dumping is not a problem:

• 81% of communities report no increase in dumping.

• Of the communities that reported an increase, EPA believes most come from a 
greater awareness of existing dumping post-SMART.

• When dump does occur, it is generally limited to the 6-8 weeks immediately after 
implementation.

Most illegal dumping is related to commercial and bulky items (mattresses, 
couches, etc.), that are not related to the SMART program.
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How Can the Town Enforce the SMART Program?
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SMART compliance is very high and enforcement is usually not a challenge.

Most compliance issues happen during the first 6 weeks of a new program.  

Most communities manage these with existing staff.

• Additional support can be provided if compliance is a concern.

A tiered enforcement system is recommended where one is not in place.

In all instances, the cost of enforcement has been a fraction of the financial 
savings related to SMART.

Sanford, ME – City-Reported Compliance Rates

Week 1 96.3% Week 6 99.65%

Week 2 98.52% Week 7 99.79%

Week 3 99.52% Week 8 99.76%

Week 4 99.38% Week 9 99.94%

Week 5 99.43% Week 10 99.86%



28

How Is SMART Fair to Good Recyclers?
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In a non-SMART, traditional system:

• Costs are higher

• Good recyclers subsidize those who don’t recycle (people who throw away a 
lot of trash use more of the service than good recyclers…but pay the same).

A SMART system is more fair to those who reduce, reuse, and recycle than a 
traditional system.
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How Does Enforcement Work with Automated Collection?

29

Official bags are placed in 
the carts

Trucks have video 
cameras on the hopper

Camera shows driver 
what goes into hopper

Loads easily spot checked 
during start up phase 

Driver pushes button on app if 
non-compliant bags are spotted

Non-compliant addresses 
auto-upload to database

See video

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TZbMLQxuMT0

